A very unusual homicide of 2 children by smothering and strangulation by means of a rubber adhesive band carried out by the mother who committed suicide by the same manner is presented.
A sphyxial suicidal and homicidal deaths may occur under various circumstances 1 ; reported methods and their implementation are greatly varied and self-asphyxiation may be mistaken for homicide. 2 Smothering is supposed to be one major cause of death in child homicide. 3, 4 Suicide by smothering is relatively uncommon. 5 Suicidal smothering by winding strips of adhesive tape around the head to cover the nose and mouth is an even rarer method recently described in literature. 6 We present the very unusual case of the homicide of 2 children by smothering and strangulation by means of a rubber adhesive band carried out by the mother, who committed suicide by the same manner afterward.
CASE REPORTS
In July 2004, the corpses of 3 persons (2 children and their mother) were found inside their house. The children lay lifeless on a sofa in the dining room, and the mother was lying supine on the floor, close to them. No sign of burglary was detected in the house; doors and windows were closed from inside. A roll of gray rubber adhesive tape and a pair of scissors were found on the table.
Case 1
R.M. was a 4-year-old, 102-cm-long, female child. At external examination, a gray rubber adhesive band, 5 cm wide, wrapping clockwise 2 times around the head by multiple loops, strictly obstructing nostrils and mouth and covering ear lobes and the occipital region, was detected. The same adhesive packing tape was wrapped clockwise 2 times around the neck, and the wrists were also tied. A remarkable cyanosis of the face, lips, and nails was observed; skin petechial hemorrhages in the frontal and periorbital region and mucosal petechiae on the oral vestibule and both conjunctivas were also detected. Mild blue bruises and abrasion areas on the face and both arms and wrists were observed. At adhesive band removal, nostrils and mouth were freed and foam came through the nose; a broad bandlike red-brownish area, as well as several narrow red stripes and a clear ligature mark consisting of abrasions, was visible ( Fig. 1A, 1B) . The external features of ligature marks on the wrists were almost unclear, consisting in a single reddish, continuous skin area encircling the wrists. A thorough postmortem examination was performed 40 hours after death. Section of the neck revealed thin hemorrhages in the subcutaneous tissues and in the left sternocleidomastoid muscle. Esophagus, larynx, and trachea were unremarkable. Subpericardial and subpleural petechiae were detected. The other organs did not show specific alterations, except for an intense vascular congestion. Skin sections for histologic examination were removed at the neck and wrists in long strips perpendicular to the base of the ligature marks. 7 Samples of muscle tissue were also taken at the neck (sternocleidomastoid muscle) and at the wrists beneath the ligature marks. The histologic examination on the furrow at the neck showed mild hemorrhages in the cutaneous and subcutaneous tissues and in the sternocleidomastoid muscle. The stratum corneum of the epidermidis was detached, and the dermis was split from the epidermis. Additionally, definite evidence of vital injury was present in the ligature marks at the wrists. Moreover, histologic investigation showed mild cerebral and pulmonary edema, focal emphysema, and perivascular and intra-alveolar hemorrhages.
The toxicological analysis was negative.
Case 2
R.M. was a 2-year-old, 92-cm-long, male child. A gray rubber adhesive band, 5 cm wide, wrapped clockwise 2 times around the head and strictly obstructed nostrils and mouth when the victim was found. The tape ran twice around the neck, too; the wrists were tied. Mild facial congestion was present, and numerous petechial hemorrhages in the skin of the face were appreciated. Petechial hemorrhages were also prominent in the conjunctivae and oral mucosa. Blue bruises and abrasion areas were observed on nose and lips surface. After adhesive band removal, nostrils and mouth were freed; a vague demarcation of petechiae and narrow red lines combined with an area of pale skin indicated the strangulation level at the neck ( Fig. 2A, B) . The external features of ligature marks on the wrists were absolutely unremarkable. A complete autopsy was performed 44 hours after death. At internal examination, neck organs were unremarkable; subpericardial and subpleural petechiae, pulmonary edema, and abundant foamy fluid coming from the bronchial tree were detected. Histologic observation demonstrated stasis of all organs and, particularly, focal areas of acute pulmonary emphysema, edema, and mild intra-alveolar and perivascular hemorrhages.
The histologic samples taken from the pale area of the neck only showed mild hemorrhages in the cutaneous and subcutaneous tissues. No dermal-epidermal detachment or flattening of the epidermal layers was observed.
Toxicological analysis was negative.
Case 3
D.B.G. was a 33-year-old, 163-cm-long woman. A gray rubber adhesive band, 5 cm wide, wrapped clockwise 3 times around the head and strictly obstructed nostrils and mouth; another fragment of the same elastic tape strictly encircled 4 times the neck. At external examination cyanosis of face, lips, and nails was observed; petechial hemorrhages in the periorbital and perioral regions and on lips and both conjunctivas were also detected. Blue bruises and small abrasion areas were observed on the right zygomatic region and nasal pyramid. At adhesive band removal, nostrils and mouth were freed, and an area of pale skin clearly demarcated by thin lies of abrasions and petechiae was observed. A thin red line consisting of petechial bleeding in the middle of the pale skin of the left neck resulted from the compression of the skin between the loops (Fig. 3A, B ). The postmortem examination was performed 48 hours after death. At internal examination, petechiae at the bone side of the scalp, subpericardial, and subpleural surfaces were detected; neck organs were unremarkable. The lungs were edematous, and a foamy pink fluid came from the bronchial tree. Microscopic examination showed massive intra-alveolar edema and strong hyperemia; the other organs were unremarkable. Histologic examination of the neck samples only showed mild hemorrhages in the cutaneous and subcutaneous tissues.
Toxicologic examinations of the blood and the urine were negative.
The woman had history of recent depressive episodes.
DISCUSSION
These cases are interesting because of 2 different mechanisms of children's asphyxia in a homicide-suicide case.
The 3 fatal cases were initially all treated by the police as homicidal cases. 8 Detailed examination of the scene and of the deceased persons, along with the investigation of the psychologic background of the mother, indeed produced clear evidence of a homicide-suicide due to 2 different form of asphyxia; strangulation by multiple loops of adhesive gummed tape and smothering. 5 Ligature marks on wrists demonstrate the firm intention of overcoming children's resistance.
The reported cases may increase awareness of a very rare method of homicidal and suicidal death by more than 1 mechanism of asphyxia in an attempt to reduce the potential for underdiagnoses or mistakes. 9 
